Developmental changes in the interpretation of rating format on a questionnaire measure of worry by Campbell, Marilyn A. et al.
Developmental Changes in the Interpretation of 
Rating Format on a Questionnaire 
Measure of Worry 
 
Marilyn A Campbell  
EDUCATION QUEENSLAND  
Ronald M Rapee  
MACQUARIE UNIVERSITY 
Susan H Spence  
UNIVERSITY OF QUEENSLAND  
Published as:                                                                                                               
Campbell, Marilyn A. and Rapee, Ronald M. and Spence, Susan H. (2000) 
Developmental changes in the interpretation of rating format on a questionnaire 
measure of worry. Clinical Psychologist 5(2):pp. 49-59. 
Copyright 2000 Taylor & Francis 
Abstract  
Questionnaires asking about feared outcomes were administered to 1761 children (aged between 5 and 
16) and 248 adults. The questionnaires were worded in three different ways and given to three separate 
groups of children and adults. The first questionnaire asked, “How much do you worry about these 
events?” (worry); the second “How bad would it be if you had these events happen to you?” 
(aversiveness); and the third “How often do you think about these events?” (frequency of thought). 
Adults answered the worry and frequency of thought questionnaires with similar ratings and the 
aversiveness questionnaire with higher ratings. In contrast, children under 10 years of age answered the 
worry and aversiveness versions with similar ratings, with the frequency of thought wording scores being 
substantially lower. Children over 10 years rated the aversiveness wordings highest, followed by the 
worry wordings then the frequency of thought wordings. It was concluded that young children equate the 
concept of worry with the aversiveness of an outcome and that this tendency changes across age to 
adulthood where the concept of worry is more associated with frequency of thought regarding feared 
outcomes. 
 
Self-report measures of children’s anxiety are widely in both clinical and research settings. 
These measures are particularly important in assessing anxiety disorders, given that the key 
symptoms, such as worry and nervousness, reflect subjective feelings and self-perceptions. 
However, existing self-report measures of children’s anxiety have had difficulty in consistently 
distinguishing anxious from non-anxious children and in distinguishing between the childhood 
anxiety disorders (Bell-Dolan, Last & Strauss, 1990; Hodges, 1990; Hoehn-Saric, Maisami & 
Wiegand, 1987; Last, 1991; Mattison & Bagnato, 1987; Mattison, Bagnato & Brubaker, 1988; 
Perrin & Last, 1992; Strauss, Last, Hersen & Kazdin, 1988). Difficulties have also been found 
in using self-report measures to distinguish anxious children from those with other disorders 
such as ADHD (Perrin & Last, 1997).  
 
Age may be an important consideration of why many self-report measures of anxiety have 
poor differentiation in children. Most self-report measures of children’s anxiety are based on 
adult models. For example, the Fear Schedule Survey for Children (FSSC-R, Ollendick, 1983) 
which is based on Scherer and Nakamura’s (1968) Fear Survey for Children (ESS-FC) was 
originally based on the adult versions of the Fear Survey Schedule (FSS-I, Akutagawa, 1956). 
Similarly Reynolds and Richmond’s (1978) Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale 
(RCMAS) based on the Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale (Castaneda, McCandless & 
Palermo, 1956) was originally based on Taylor’s (1953) adult Manifest Anxiety Scale. 
Spielbergers (1973) State-Trait Anxiety Inventory for Children (STAIC) is a downward 
extension of the equivalent scale for adults.  
 
Thus these measures are based on an assumption that children’s conceptions of anxiety and 
their experience of anxiety are the same as those of adults, and, further, that children will 
report anxiety in a similar manner to adults. These assumptions are open to empirical 
investigation. Children’s developmental changes need to be taken into account when 
investigating their anxiety and especially when using self-report measures. Age-related 
changes may influence the assessment of child anxiety for a variety of reasons. These 
include changes in children’s cognition (Harter & Pike, 1984; Ronan, Kendall & Rowe, 1994; 
Selman & Byrne, 1974), in their emotional understanding (Crozier & Burnham, 1990; Harter & 
Whitesell, 1989; Younger, Schwartzman & Ledingham, 1985; Younger, Schwartzman & 
Ledingham, 1986), in psychosocial functioning (Hoehn-Saric et al.,1987; Kendall & Chansky, 
1991; King & Yuille, 1987; Siegal, 1991), and perhaps, very importantly in their language 
development.  
 
Children’s developing language skills and the limitation of comprehension of language that 
this entails means children often misunderstand questions put to them. The recommendation 
to use an equal number of positively and negatively worded items as a way of reducing 
response set (Nunnally, 1978) has been shown to adversely affect the validity of attitude 
measurements when used with elementary school students (Benson & Hocevar, 1985). The 
insertion of the word ‘not’ in an item, not only changed its psychometric characteristics but 
also changed the construct that the item was intended to measure. Marsh (1986) showed that 
negative item bias with pre-adolescent children was a cognitive- developmental phenomenon, 
as not only was there a dramatic developmental shift during early school years (grades 2-5) in 
the ability of the children to respond appropriately to negatively phrased items, but within a 
grade level there were also individual differences that were related to verbal achievement. 
Even though it has been found that young children score high on the lie scale of the Revised 
Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale, this is most probably due to the lack of language skills in 
understanding the absoluteness of ‘never’ (e.g., in “I am never angry”), than an attempt not to 
tell the truth. Even the notion of discussing ‘problems’ in an interview is influenced by age. 
Kovacs (1986) showed that 6,7 and 8-year- old children think that having a problem refers to 
undesirable external or physical events and it is not until around age 10 that having a problem 
is understood to also include internal events or psychological distress.  
 
Thus it is possible that children answer self-report measures of anxiety in a manner that does 
not truly represent their anxious emotions and behaviours because of the way the questions 
have been phrased. Many questionnaire measures of children’s anxiety seem to be based on 
the assumption that the meanings of words, such as fear and worry, are the same for adults 
and children and that children comprehend the adult meanings of such words. However, this 
might not be so. Siegal (1991) also argues that children do not always share the way adults 
use words and phrases.  
 
McCathie and Spence (1991) investigated a change in wording with the FSSC-R. These 
authors noted that the stimuli that were most commonly rated as being most feared related to 
very unlikely events such as being hit by a truck or not being able to breathe. Given the low 
probability of occurrence of such physical fear events, it would seem unlikely that children 
frequently experience fear responses relating to these stimuli. McCathie and Spence 
suggested that one might find a different pattern of fears in children if the FSSC-R wording 
was changed to examine patterns of avoidance rather than how much fear do you have. 
However, children in their study’ did not differentiate between wordings of frequency of fear 
and avoidance. The researchers suggested that the failure for children to distinguish between 
the different wordings might be due to the tendency for both forms of wording to generate an 
image of the event and then a rating of fear of its hypothetical occurrence. If children answer 
fear and worry scales in response to the perceived aversiveness of the stimulus or outcome 
rather than the frequency with which they think about it, this could explain the lack of 
discriminate ability of many of the self-report measures of children’s anxiety. All children 
irrespective of anxiety disorder status would be likely to rate highly aversive events as fearful, 
irrespective of actual frequency or anxiety relating to the item.  
 
The following study attempted to investigate this prediction by asking children and adults to 
complete equivalent versions of a worry measure, which differed in the wording used, and 
therefore the response formats. 
 
 
PART A:  
Impact of Fear Questionnaire Wording  
with Adults  
 
Before it was possible to test the proposition that children answer worry questionnaires 
differently from adults, the first part of the study investigated how adults answer feared 
outcome questionnaires with different response formats. It was hypothesized that when adults 
are asked to indicate “How much?” they typically worry about certain outcomes, they would 
interpret this question in terms of the frequency with which each outcome generally is thought 
about. These scores would differ from those produced when adults are asked about the 
aversiveness of the outcomes. Thus the study tested this hypothesis by asking three groups 
of adult subjects to complete an identical questionnaire, which differed in the nature of the 
instructions, and the response formats. Group 1 was asked to indicate, “How much do you 
worry?” (about feared outcomes), Group 2 was asked, “How bad would it be?” (if these 
outcomes happened) and Group 3 was asked, “How often do you think about?” (these 
outcomes).  
 
 
METHOD 
 
Participants  
 
The 248 adult participants were recruited from two different sources: undergraduate students 
studying psychology at the University of Queensland and a sample of teachers in 
metropolitan Brisbane, Australia. The 147 university students participated for credit in their 
course and the 101 teachers, from three schools, participated voluntarily during staff 
meetings. The sample included 85 males and 163 females, with an age range of 17 to 58 
years. The mean age was 19.4 years for the student sample and 37.3 years for the teacher 
sample.  
 
Group 1, the “amount of worry” group, consisted of 47 students and 33 teachers with a mean 
age of 26.2 years (S.D.=9.7) (22 males and 58 females). Group 2, the “aversiveness” group, 
had 56 students and 32 teachers with a mean age of 25.4 years (S.D.=11.0) (35 males and 
53 females). Group 3, the “frequency of thought” group, consisted of 44 students and 36 
teachers with a mean age of 28.6 years (S.D.=12.8) (28 males and 52 females). The groups 
did not differ significantly on age, F (2,245) =1.86, n.s., gender X2 (2,248)=2.8,n.s., or sample 
composition of student or teacher X2 (2,248)=1.3, n.s. 
  
Materials  
 
The Physical Social Outcome Questionnaire (PSOQ) is a 24-item scale of negative outcomes, 
which includes 12 items relating to physical threat and 12 items relating to social threat 
(Lovibond & Rapee, 1993). The PSOQ measures worry frequency using a five-point scale (0-
4), and thus the score can range from 0 to 96. Instructions ask subjects to indicate for each 
item “How often you typically worry about that event occurring to you?” The responses are 
labelled (A) never crosses my mind (B) worry about it rarely (C) worry about it sometimes (D) 
worry about it often and (E) worry about it constantly, repeatedly. The scale has been shown 
to have two correlated but distinct factors: physical concerns (harm or misfortune) and social 
concerns (negative evaluation) (Lovibond & Rapee, 1993). The physical outcome scale has 
been found to correlate with a measure of concern over the physical effects of anxiety, while 
the social outcome scale has been shown to correlate with a measure of social anxiety. 
  
The PSOQ was modified for the current study to produce three versions. The items remained 
the same but the usual wording “How often do you typically worry about?” and the response 
formats were changed. In the first adaptation, the wording of the question was “How much do 
you worry about the following events occurring to you?” The responses were (A) none (B) a 
little (C) somewhat (D) quite a lot and (B) very much. The second adaptation was “How bad 
would it be if the following events occurred to you?” The responses were changed to (A) 
undesirable (B) bad (C) very bad (D) terrible (E) worst thing that could happen. The third 
adaptation changed the question to “How often do you typically think about the following 
events occurring to you?” with responses being (A) never (B) rarely (C) sometimes (D) often 
(E) constantly or repeatedly.    
Procedure  
 
All participants were invited to participate in a study of anxiety and given a covering sheet 
explaining the research and were asked to fill in their age and gender and to complete the 
attached questionnaire. Each subject completed only one version of the questionnaire in 
order to provide a parallel with the child study (Part B).  
 
RESULTS 
 
Exploratory Factor Analysis  
 
Exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the three versions of the PSOQ to ascertain 
whether the items in the different versions consistently loaded on the same physical and 
social factors. In each case a scree plot test indicated that a two-factor solution provided the 
best description of the data. The majority of the items loaded as predicted, with 11 items 
loading on the physical factor for the worry wording (eigenvalue of 10.2) and the aversive 
wording (eigenvalue of 6.5) while 7 items loaded on the frequency of thought wording version 
(eigenvalue of 6.9).  
 
Using varimax rotations, with the criterion of 0.4 for loading on a factor with a loading of less 
than 0.3 on the alternate factor, items were examined to see their consistency of loading on 
the physical or social factor across the three adaptations of the scale. For the first adaptation, 
the worry wording, all 12 items which had previously loaded on Lovibond and Rapee’s (1993) 
social factor again loaded on this factor. Eleven of the 12 items which had previously loaded 
on the physical factor again loaded on this factor. The item “dying”, however loaded on both 
factors. For the second adaptation, the aversiveness wording, 11 items loaded on the social 
factor with the item, “failing at work/study” loading at 0.3 on the alternate factor. Eleven items 
loaded on the physical factor according to the criteria, with the item “having surgical 
operation” loading weakly on the alternate factor. For the third adaptation, the frequency of 
thought wording, all 12 items loaded on the social factor; however only 7 items loaded on the 
physical factor. Three items, “dying’, “going insane” and “being in a car/plane crash” loaded 
only weakly. Two items “being bashed” and “having surgical operation” loaded weakly on the 
alternate factor.  
 
Overall there was considerable support in the factor structure in the consistency of items 
loading on the two factors, to retain the 24 items in the three adaptations of the PSOQ. 
Although a few items, such as “dying”, “having surgical operation”, “failing at work/study” and 
“being bashed” did not consistently load on the same factor over the three adaptations, the 
items were retained for comparison purposes as the differences without these items were 
negligible.  
 
Reliability 
  
Cronbach’s coefficient alphas were derived for the three versions of the Physical and Social 
Outcomes Questionnaire (PSOQ). Coefficient alphas for the physical scale and the social 
scale for each of the versions were also calculated. The internal consistency estimates for the 
entire sample were all high, from .72-.94. The overall coefficient alpha for the worry wording 
was .94, for the aversiveness wording, .87 and for the frequency of thought wording .87.  
 
A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) for combined physical and social outcomes 
(the total score) showed there was a significant difference between the wording groups, Pillais 
F(4,490)=82.62,p<. 001 and gender, Pillais F (2,241)=7.79, p<. 01 and their interaction, 
Pillais F (4,484)=2.70, p<. 05. Inspection revealed that irrespective of wording group, females 
responded with higher scores than males on both the physical and social scales (see Table 
1). On examining the univariate F tests for the physical and social scores, significant 
differences were found between wording types for both the physical, F (2,245)=315.38, p<. 
001, and social scales F (2,245)=15.12, p<. 001. Post- hoc Scheffe comparisons on the 
wording on the physical scale levels showed that the “amount of worry” and “frequency of 
thought” wording did not differ significantly from each other, while the aversiveness wording 
produced significantly higher response scores at the p<. 05 level in comparison to both 
“worry” and “frequency of thought” wordings. Post-hoc Scheffe comparisons on the form of 
wording for the social scale showed that the worry and frequency of thought groups did not 
differ significantly, while the aversiveness groups scored significantly lower than the other two 
forms of wording at the p<. 05 level (see Table 1).  
Pair-wise t-tests were conducted to investigate differences between scores for the physical 
versus social scales of the PSOQ for each group. For the amount of worry group, scores on 
the social scale were significantly higher than scores on the physical scale, t (79)=-12.26, p<. 
001. A similar pattern was evident for the frequency of thought group, with scores on the 
social scale being higher than scores on the physical scale, t (79)= -13.71, p<.001. However a 
reverse pattern was evident for the aversiveness group with scores on the physical scale 
being significantly higher than scores on the social scale, t (87)=18.22,p<. 001.  
 
Table 1 
Mean Scores (and standard deviations) for Social and Physical Scales and Total Score of the 
PSOQ by Wording Group and Gender 
 
WORDING GROUPS 
  Worry 
(n=80) 
  Aversiveness 
(n=88) 
  Thought 
(N=80) 
 
 Males Females Total Males Females Total Males Females Total 
 
Social 
Scale 
  
 
17.09 
(8.58) 
 
21.67 
(10.29) 
 
20.41ª 
(10.01)
 
14.09 
(5.97) 
 
16.06 
(8.32) 
 
15.27ь 
(17.50)
 
19.18 
(7.23) 
 
23.85 
(7.94) 
 
22.21ª 
(7.97) 
 
Physical 
Scale 
 
 
7.55 
(4.80) 
 
10.52 
(7.37) 
 
9.70ª 
(6.86) 
 
29.23 
(9.00) 
 
34.74 
(6.83) 
 
32.55ь 
(8.18) 
 
9.96 
(5.05) 
 
10.56 
(4.34) 
 
10.35ª 
(4.58) 
 
Total 
PSOQ 
 
24.64 
(12.56) 
 
 
32.19 
(15.80) 
 
30.11 
(15.28)
 
43.31 
(11.79)
 
50.79 
(12.88) 
 
47.82 
(12.93) 
 
 
29.14 
(10.01) 
 
34.40 
(10.31) 
 
32.56 
(10.45)
 
Groups with different superscript are significantly different at the p<.05 level. 
 
 
 
PART B:  
Impact of Fear Questionnaire Wording  
with Children 
 
The results of Part A suggested that adults conceptualize their degree of worry in terms of the 
frequency with which worrisome thoughts were on their mind rather than the degree of 
aversiveness associated with the outcome. Thus the next study sought to ascertain if this 
pattern of responses reflects the way that children conceptualize worry and respond to 
questions about amount of worry, frequency of thought and level of aversiveness of 
outcomes. It was hypothesized that children would differ from adults in that they would 
answer worry and aversiveness wordings in a similar fashion because of a general negative 
emotional response these words produce. However, it was predicted that the way children 
would answer the frequency of thought wording would be different from the worry and 
aversiveness wording responses. It was also hypothesized that children and adolescents, in a 
similar way to adults, would consider physical threat items to be more aversive than social 
threat items, but they would report that they think about social threat more frequently than 
physical threat.  
 
 
Participants  
The participants were 1724 school children aged from 5 to 16 years in Grades 1 to 10. The 
mean age was 12.7 years (S.D.=3.0). Nine hundred and fifty-four (51.5%) were female. The 
children were drawn from three primary schools (N=680) and two high schools (N=1172) in 
Brisbane, Australia. All children in the selected schools were asked to participate 
(approximately 3,500) but only those with written parental permission on the day of testing 
were included.  
Materials  
 
The Child and Adolescent Worry Scale (CAWS)  
 
The Child and Adolescent Worry Scale (CAWS) is a 20 item scale of negative outcomes 
which children worry about (Campbell & Rapee, 1994). The instructions ask children to 
indicate how much they worry about each item on a three-point Likert scale (0=”none” 1= “a 
little’ and 2 = “a lot’) giving a scoring range of 0 to 40. The scale is aided a graphic at the top 
of each page which depicts a smiling face, a slightly worried face, and a very worried face 
representing each score. The scale has been shown to have two factors. Factor 1 is defined 
by items characterized by worries related to death, pain and physical injury, (called Physical 
Threat) and Factor 2 is characterized by worries related to social embarrassment, loneliness 
and perfectionism, (called Social Threat). Internal consistency of the scale has been reported 
to be 0.92 for the Physical scale, which contains 9 items and 0.84 for the Social scale which 
contains 11 items. Test-retest reliability of the CAWS is high over seven days and it has a 
moderate to strong reliability over a three month interval. The CAWS has also been shown to 
have adequate validity correlating positively with the FSSC-R, the RCMAS and the STAIC 
(Campbell & Rapee, 1994). 
  
The CAWS was modified in two ways in the present study. The items remained the same but 
the wording of the question and the responses were changed to produce three versions. In 
the first adaptation the wording of the question changed from “How much do you worry 
about?’ to “How bad would it be if?” For example “How bad would it be if you were laughed 
at?’ The responses were changed to 2=Very Bad, 1=Quite Bad and 0=Not all that bad. The 
second adaptation changed the question to ‘How often do you think about?” with responses 
being 2=Everyday, 1=Sometimes and 0=Never. The third version remained the same, i.e., 
‘How much do you worry about?’ with the responses 2=A lot, 1= A little, 0= None. The 
outcome items of the CAWS were retained as the 9 physical and 11 social items.  
 
Procedure  
 
Children were randomly divided into three groups, with each group completing only one of the 
alternative versions of the CAWS. This was done because earlier pilot testing had 
demonstrated strong order effects when children completed all three versions. In the school 
situation the investigator was introduced to each class by the regular classroom teacher. 
Classes were randomly assigned to different wordings of each questionnaire. Directions were 
given after the questionnaires were handed out. Children were instructed to read each item, 
then place a tick in the column, which indicated their level of worry, how bad they thought it 
would be, or how often they thought about each item. Any questions were answered by the 
researcher. For the children in Years 2 and 3 the items were read aloud to them in groups of 
five and for children in Year 1 the items were read to them individually.  
 
RESULTS  
 
Given the large age range of the children used in the study, ages were divided into 5 groups, 
(5-7; 8-9; 10-12; 13-l4; 15-16 years) with similar numbers of boys and girls in each age group 
and in each wording condition.  
 
Exploratory Factor Analysis  
 
Exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the three versions of the CAWS to ascertain 
whether the items in the different versions consistently loaded on the same physical and 
social factors. In each case a scree plot test indicated that a two- factor solution provided the 
best description of the data. Using varimax rotations, with the criterion of 0.4 for loading on a 
factor with a loading of less than 0.3 on the alternate factor (similar to the criteria used in the 
original construction of the CAWS), items were examined to see their consistency of loading 
on the physical and social factors across the three adaptations of the scale. All items loaded 
on the same factors across all versions of the CAWS.  
 
Reliability 
  
Cronbach’s coefficient alphas were derived for the three versions of the Child and Adolescent 
Worry Scale (CAWS). Coefficient alphas for the physical scales and the social scales of each 
version were also calculated. Internal consistency of each scale for each age group and 
gender were high (ranging from .68-.95). Reliabilities were slighter lower for younger age 
groups however they were generally high across all age groups. 
  
Examination of the results was conducted using a multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) for physical and social outcomes. This analysis indicated that there was a 
significant difference between the wording groups, F (4,3392)= 127.54, p<. 001 and between 
the age groups, F (8,3392) = 9.35, p<. 001. There was also a significant interaction between 
the wording groups and age, Pillais F (16,3992)=5.53, p<.001.. On examining the univariate F 
tests for the physical scores (see Table 2), significant differences were found between 
wording groups, F (2,1707)= 257.23, p<. 001. Post-hoc Scheffe comparisons showed that the 
aversive wording scored highest, followed by the worry wording at the p<. 05 level and then 
frequency. There were also significant age differences on the physical scores, F (4,1707) 
=11.60, p<. 001. Post- hoc Scheffe comparisons showed the youngest group scored 
significantly higher than all other groups hut there were no other age differences. There was 
an interaction effect of wording and age, F (8,1707) =7.81, p<. 001. For the amount of worry 
wording the two youngest groups (5-7 and 8-9-year-olds) scored significantly higher than 
each of the three oldest groups. For the aversiveness wording the 5-7-year-old group scored 
significantly higher than the 8-9 and 10-12-year-old groups. For the frequency of thought 
wording there were no significant differences between age groups.  
 
Table 2 
Mean Scores (and standard deviations) for the Physical Subscale (9 items) of the CAWS by 
Age and Wording Groups 
      WORDING GROUPS   
 
Age Groups Worry Aversive Thought 
 
5-7 years (N=60) 
 
 
13.54ª 
(4.77) 
 
15.03ª 
(3.76) 
 
3.94ь 
(5.06) 
 
8-9 years (N=67) 
 
11.13ª 
(6.31) 
 
 
11.26ª 
(6.58) 
 
4.78ь 
(4.12) 
 
10-12 years (N=149) 
 
7.07ª 
(5.39) 
 
 
11.46ь 
(4.84) 
 
4.32c 
(3.73) 
 
13-14 years (N=208) 
 
7.72ª 
(5.43) 
 
 
12.27ь 
(4.68) 
 
4.64c 
(3.92) 
 
15-16 years (N=175) 
 
7.49ª 
(5.40) 
 
 
12.60ь 
(4.32) 
 
4.88c 
(3.84) 
 
Wording group totals 
 
8.33 
(5.79) 
 
12.34 
(4.70) 
 
4.62 
(3.88) 
 
Groups with different superscripts are significantly different at the p<.05 level.  
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Figure 1: Mean scores for the physical subscale of the CAWS by age and wording groups 
 
 
 
 
 
For both the 5-7 and 8-9-year-olds the amount of worry and aversiveness wording scores 
were both significantly higher than the frequency of thought .wording; while for the oldest three 
groups the aversiveness wording was highest, followed by the amount of worry wording and 
then the frequency of thought wording.  
 
Significant differences were also found between the .wording groups on the social scores, F 
(2,1700)= 5.91, p<. 01. However, post-hoc comparisons using a Scheffe test at p<. 05 level 
showed that no two groups were significantly different. There were also significant age 
differences on the social scores F (4,1700) =10.40, p<. 001. Post-hoc Scheffe comparisons 
showed the two younger groups each scored significantly higher than the three older groups. 
There was an interaction effect of wording and age, F (8,1700) =3.40, p<. 01. For the amount 
of worry wording the youngest group scored significantly higher than each of the three oldest 
groups.  
 
For the aversiveness wording the two younger groups each scored significantly higher than 
the two oldest groups. 
  
However, similar to the physical scores, the frequency of thought wording for social scores 
showed no significant differences (see Table 3). For the 5-7 year olds, the amount of worry 
and the aversiveness wordings were significantly higher than for the frequency of thought 
wording, while for the other children (8-16) there were no wording group differences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 3 
Mean Scores (and standard deviations) for the Social Subscale (11 items) of the CAWS by 
Age and Wording Groups 
 
      WORDING GROUPS   
 
Age Groups Worry Aversive Thought 
 
5-7 years (N=60) 
 
 
10.68ª 
(5.21) 
 
10.48ª 
(5.22) 
 
6.14ь 
(4.56) 
 
8-9 years (N=67) 
 
8.86 
(5.71) 
 
 
10.26 
(3.89) 
 
8.42 
(4.08) 
 
10-12 years (N=149) 
 
7.33 
(5.24) 
 
 
7.58 
(5.30) 
 
7.58 
(5.14) 
 
13-14 years (N=208) 
 
7.11 
(4.82) 
 
 
6.85 
(5.06) 
 
7.40 
(4.56) 
 
15-16 years (N=175) 
 
7.42 
(5.31) 
 
 
6.35 
(4.44) 
 
6.78 
(4.28) 
 
Wording group totals 
 
7.78 
(5.26) 
 
7.29 
(4.93) 
 
7.37 
(4.66) 
 
Groups with different superscripts are significantly different at the p<.05 level.  
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Figure 2: Mean scores for the social subscale of the CAWS by age and wording groups 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In analysing gender differences it was found that there were no significant gender by age or 
wording interactions for the physical scale. With gender differences within the different 
wording groups collapsed over age for the physical scale there were no gender differences for 
the amount of worry wording group, F (1,709)=2.641, n.s., the aversiveness wording group, F 
(1 ,514)=l .371, n.s. or the frequency of thought wording group, F (1, 613)=0.909, n.s. For the 
social scale there was a significant gender by age by wording interaction F (8,1700)=2.19, 
p<.05. On examining the means it seems that although girls scored higher than boys on the 
amount of worry wording, F (1, 707)=15.438, p<. 0001 and on the frequency of thought 
wording, F (1,611)=21.826, p<.0001, the age by wording pattern of results was similar for 
both girls and boys.  
 
The next set of analyses was designed to compare responses across physical and social 
scales. However, because the physical and social scales had different numbers of items (9 
and 11 respectively), it was necessary to use the mean item scores in comparisons (see 
Table 4). Pair-wise t-tests conducted on the mean of the mean scores for each item of the 
physical and social scales of the CAWS collapsed over age, showed significant differences 
according to wording group. For the amount of worry and aversiveness groups, the mean 
scores for physical items were higher than the mean scores for social items (for amount of 
worry t(712)=9.68, p<.001, for aversiveness t(548)=29.05, p<.001). However, the frequency of 
thought group scored significantly higher on the mean score for social items than the physical 
items, t(616)=-8.05, p<. 001 (see Tables 4 and 5). 
 
 
Table 4 
Means of the Mean Score for Each Item (and standard deviations) for the Physical and Social 
Subscale across Wording and Age Groups 
 
      WORDING GROUPS 
 
     Worry      Aversive                   Frequency of Thought 
  
 
Age Groups 
Physical Social Physical Social Physical Social 
 
5-7 years 
 
1.50 
(.53) 
 
.97 
(.48) 
 
1.66 
(.42) 
 
.95 
(.48) 
 
.44 
(.56) 
 
.56 
(.42) 
 
8-9 years 
 
 
1.24 
(.70) 
 
.81 
(.52) 
 
1.25 
(.73) 
 
.93 
(.35) 
 
.52 
(.45) 
 
.77 
(.37) 
 
10-12 years 
 
.79 
(.60) 
 
.66 
(.47) 
 
1.28 
(.54) 
 
.69 
(.48) 
 
.48 
(.41) 
 
.69 
(.47) 
 
13-14 years 
 
.86 
(.60) 
 
.65 
(.44) 
 
1.36 
(.52) 
 
.62 
(.46) 
 
.52 
(.44) 
 
.67 
(.41) 
 
15-16 years 
 
.83 
(.60) 
 
.67 
(.48) 
 
1.40 
(.58) 
 
.58 
(.40) 
 
.54 
(.43) 
 
.62 
(.39) 
 
Wording 
group totals 
 
.92 
(.64) 
 
.71 
(.48) 
 
1.37 
(.52) 
 
.66 
(.45) 
 
.51 
(.67) 
 
.67 
(.42) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 5 
Summary of Differences between Average of Mean Scores for Each Item across Physical and 
Social Subscales for Each Wording by Age Group 
 
Age Groups 
Worry Aversive Thought 
 
5-7 years 
 
 
P > S *** 
 
P > S *** 
 
ns 
 
8-9 years 
 
 
P > S *** 
 
P > S ** 
 
S > P *** 
 
10-12 years 
 
 
P > S * 
 
P > S *** 
 
S > P *** 
 
13-14 years 
 
 
P > S *** 
 
P > S *** 
 
S > P *** 
 
15-16 years 
 
 
P > S *** 
 
P > S *** 
 
S > P * 
 
Wording group totals 
 
P > S *** 
 
P > S *** 
 
S > P *** 
 
Notes: P = Physical subscale (mean) and S = Social Subscale (mean) of the CAWS. 
            *p<.05 ***p<.001  
 
 
  
DISCUSSION  
When asked to indicate their degree of worry or concern about a threatening outcome, adults 
appear to interpret such a question in terms of the frequency with which an outcome engages 
their thinking rather than the degree of aversiveness associated with that outcome. In 
contrast, young children, from 5 to 9 years of age, when asked to indicate their degree of 
worry appear to interpret the question in terms of the degree of aversiveness associated with 
that outcome if it should occur, rather than the frequency with which the outcome engages 
their thinking. However, children and adolescents from 10 to 16 years of age appear to be in a 
transition stage between equating amount of worry and aversiveness ratings, like the younger 
children, and equating amount of worry and frequency of thought, like the adults. 
  
The current findings may help to shed light on several apparent anomalies in the literature on 
children’s fears. First it has been reported that young children express a high degree of 
concern over physical danger, despite their relative, objective safety (Gullone & King, 1992; 
Ollendick, Yule & Ollier, 1991), whereas in adults the most common fears relate to threats of 
a social nature, not to fears of physical harm and injury (Lovibond & Rapee, 1993; Manosevitz 
& Lanyon, 1965; Rothstein & Boblitt, 1970). The present results suggest that young children 
respond to questions about their degree of worry about physical outcomes in terms of the 
perceived aversiveness of these items. Physical outcomes, being likely to produce serious 
harm if they occurred, will therefore be rated highly by young children on questionnaires if the 
wording is such that it generates an affective response related to anticipated occurrence of 
the event. Thus it is possible that the finding that young children have a high degree of 
concern with physical safety could be an artefact of the self-report method of data collection, 
rather than a true reflection of the content of their day-to-day worries. 
  
It is interesting to note that studies which have investigated parents’ perceptions of fears and 
worries (Gottlieb & Bronstein, 1996; Jones & Borgers, 1988) have found that parents perceive 
their children to be most concerned about interpersonal matters, such as being made fun of or 
not having their feelings understood, whereas children reported they were more worried about 
physical harm coming to themselves or to members of their families. The children were aged 
between 10 and 13 years in Gottlieb and Bronstein’s (1996) study and had a mean age of 
10.7 in Jones and Borger’s study (1988). In both studies parents accurately perceived how 
much their children reported that they worried about social outcomes in their daily lives. 
However, in both studies, parents underestimated the degree to which their children reported 
that they were worried about or afraid of physical harm. The authors interpreted these results 
as the children being able to more accurately identify their worries than did their parents. 
However another explanation could be the parents actually were more accurate. 
  
Furthermore, if the frequency of thought wording is taken to be more indicative of actual worry 
about events in children and adolescents than the worry wording, then not only may physical 
threats not be of as great concern to children as previously thought, but social threat may be 
of more concern to children than physical threat. If this were the case, it would indicate that 
the nature of children’s worries may be quite similar to that of adults, who worry about social 
threat more than physical danger.  
 
Several authors have commented that it is surprising that fears in children seem to decrease 
with age (e.g., King et al., 1989). Given the development of cognitive capacities in children, 
which allow them to worry and to be more future focused, one would expect increases in 
worry with age (Vasey, 1993). The present findings suggest that young children are similar to 
older children in their frequency of thinking about negative outcomes. This suggests that the 
widely held notion that young children worry more about negative outcomes than do older 
children and adolescents, could also be an artefact of questioning more so than reality. 
Younger children may be responding more to the aversiveness of negative outcomes rather 
than their actual frequency of worry and this effect may decline with age, producing the 
appearance of a decline in worries, rather than an actual decline.  
 
One limitation of these studies was the changing of the response formats as well as the 
wording instructions for the items. The worry wording assessed the amount or quantity of 
worry to each item, while the frequency of thought wording assessed how often the participant 
thought about the item. In retrospect it might have been better to phrase the instructions in a 
more similar manner. That is, “How much do you worry?” and ‘How much do you think 
about?” or “How often do you worrv?” and “How often do you think about?” the items. 
However, a response bias could then confound the results by artificially correlating the worry 
instruction responses and the frequency of thought instruction responses and differentiating 
them from the aversiveness instruction responses by way of similar instructions to worry and 
thought but not to aversiveness. A further limitation of this study was that a cross-sectional 
design was used to examine age-related changes in wording. In considering developmental 
changes, a longitudinal study would have been more appropriate. This awaits further 
research. Another limitation was the use of different feared outcomes measures for adults 
(PSOQ) and children (CAWS). It would be desirable to use one scale for comparison over the 
age span, however, choosing appropriate items for all ages would be a difficulty. 
  
In summary, the wording of self-report measures of negative outcomes for children seems to 
be important for an accurate understanding of children’s worry. It may be that research which 
indicates that childhood is an extremely worrying time is an artefact of the way in which the 
questions in these studies have been phrased. Research using modified questioning may well 
indicate that children are no more worried than adults. Furthermore, contrary to current 
findings, children may not be overly concerned with death and danger but may be more like 
adults in that they think more about the possibility of negative social outcomes. These findings 
therefore have important implications for our understanding of the nature of children’s anxiety.  
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